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The First Fort and the War
with Mexico
A relic of the first American presence on the Rio
Grande still exists on the campus of The University
of Texas at Brownsville and Texas Southmost
College in Brownsville, Texas. In the
spring of 1846 regular army forces
commanded by General Zachary
Taylor arrived on the north
bank of the river to assert the
American claim to territory
in dispute with Mexico. To
protect his forces in the face
of Mexican cannon across the
river in Matamoros, Taylor
directed his men to construct
an earthworks fort. This was the
first of three versions of Fort Brown,
named for Major Jacob Brown, who
lost his life to enemy fire while commanding
the fort. An eroded section of the original fort can
still be observed today just beyond the cannon at the
end of the driving range at the Fort Brown Memorial
Golf Course.
The war between the U.S. and Mexico erupted
over the American invasion of land claimed by
Mexico. The first battle of this war occurred on May
8 as General Taylor led his troops to relieve Fort
Brown, then under attack from Matamoros. Mexican
forces under General Mariano Arista intercepted the
Americans at Palo Alto, but were soon compelled
to retreat to Mexico, lifting their siege of the fort.
[VISIT: Palo Alto Historic Battlefield Site, Visitors’
Center located on Paredes Line Road, just north of
FM 511].

The Second Fort and the
Civil War
Fort Brown was the first of a series of frontier forts
on or near the new Rio Grande border with Mexico
after the war. The second Fort Brown, composed of
wood and masonry buildings but without fortress
walls, soon emerged adjacent to present-day
International Boulevard near Gateway Bridge to
Matamoros. The new town of Brownsville naturally
developed across from the fort to supply and service
the fort and engage in trade with Matamoros.
Although the army abandoned Fort Brown in
1859, it quickly reoccupied the post to confront
the Cortina revolt. Juan Nepomuceno Cortina was
a charismatic Mexican-American leader and alleged
cattle-rustler who challenged the Anglo control of
Brownsville by invading and capturing the city.
Cavalry forces chased Cortina up the Rio Grande
and secured control of the fort.
Union forces relinquished Fort Brown to
Confederates led by Col. “Rip” Ford, a former
Texas Ranger, as the Civil War
began in 1861. Control of
the fort became a crucial
issue when Confederates
funnelled their cotton
through Brownsville
and Matamoros to
Europe to circumvent
the Union blockade
of southern ports.
Consequently,
a
Union Force of 6,000
landed at the port of
Brazos Santiago and
advanced on Brownsville in
late 1863. Outnumbered, the
Confederates evacuated the fort, setting
fire to cotton and munitions to keep them from
Yankees. The fire raged out of control, destroying
most of the fort and part of downtown Brownsville.
Only seven months later reduced Union forces

were compelled to evacuate what remained of Fort
Brown to Rip Ford’s Confederates. Union troops
would return at the end of the war, but only after
suffering a defeat at Palmito Hill in the last battle of
the Civil War.  [READ: Carl Chilton, Fort Brown:
The First Border Post (Brownsville: The University
of Texas at Brownsville, 2005.]

The Third Fort
The deteriorated condition of Fort
Brown was accentuated by the
destructive hurricane of 1867.
Ultimately the government
authorized
an
extensive
rehabilitation of the fort by
Captain William  A. Wainwright,
the quartermaster. Wainwright
supervised the construction of at
least 40 buildings beginning in 1868,
including the impressive post hospital,
now Gorgas Hall.
Over the ensuing decades infantry,
cavalry, and artillery units rotated
through the frontier post and
experienced the basic living
conditions of that era. Fort Brown
was considered an unhealthy
post during the late nineteenth
century due to plagues of
tropical diseases that infested
the Rio Grande delta time and
again. Yellow fever was particularly
devastating.

Dr. Gorgas Fights Yellow
Fever
A major yellow fever epidemic broke out
in the summer of 1882. Army doctor Lt.
William Crawford Gorgas was transferred to
Fort Brown in the midst of the epidemic and
soon disobeyed orders by entering
the post infirmary, exposing
himself to the disease. By
surviving Gorgas gained
an immunity that
enabled him to treat
victims (including his
future wife) and fight
the disease through
research.
Gorgas was part of
the team in Cuba that
solved the yellow fever
riddles, and he played a
critical role in the construction
of the Panama Canal by controlling
the disease, there. Later serving as both surgeon
general and president of the American Medical
Association, Gorgas was one of Fort Brown’s
most distinguished “alumni.” The hospital
building was named Gorgas Hall in his
honor.

The Brownsville Raid
Black soldiers had served at
Fort Brown on several occasions
beginning with the close of the
Civil War. The three companies of
“buffalo soldiers” who arrived in 1906,
however, encountered an unfriendly
attitude among the local citizens. In turn,
the soldiers resented the segregation and
hostility of the community. On the night of
August 6 bullets whined through the streets
adjacent to the fort as raiders fired into homes
and businesses, killing a bartender and seriously
wounding a police lieutenant.

The Brownsville Herald and local citizens
accused the buffalo soldiers of conducting the
raid. President Theodore Roosevelt removed
the black troops from Brownsville and later
discharged the entire battalion without
honor, based on early investigations. The
investigation process soon came into
question, and in 1972 the soldiers
were awarded honorable discharges.
The issue of guilt, however, has
never been resolved.  [READ: James
N. Leiker, Racial Borders (College
Station: Texas A&M University Press,
2002), Ch. 5.]

National Cemetery at Fort
Brown
Fort Brown had a National Cemetery located
on the peninsula around the horse
shoe shaped resaca for most of its
history, 1848 until 1911.  The
cemetery was closed in 1909
and the remains of more
than 3,000 soldiers were
moved to the Alexandria
National Cemetery at
Pineville, Louisiana in
1911. During it’s time,
the National Cemetery at
Fort Brown was the resting
place for at least 183 officers
including Major Jacob Brown
and 3,600 enlisted men many
of whom were U.S. Colored Troops
(USCT). [READ: Antonio N. Zavaleta, Colored
Death: The Tragedy of Black Troops on the Lower
Rio Grande 1864-1906, In, Studies in Rio
Grande Valley History Vol. 6, the University of
Texas at Brownsville, 2005, p343.]

The Mexican Revolution
Fort Brown remained vacant after the
raid, but the violence of the Mexican
Revolution prompted a renewed
posting of troops in 1913. In June
rebel forces successfully attacked
Matamoros; federal troops escaped
across the bridge to Brownsville,
where they were temporarily
interned at the fort. When an army
supporting Pancho Villa attacked
Matamoros in 1915, airplanes from
Fort Brown sent to observe the action
were fired on by Villa’s soldiers. The fort
also served as a base for operations against
Mexican bandits and social revolutionaries in
rural areas on the American side of the border.  
[READ: Frank N. Samponaro and Paul
J. Vanderwood, War Scare on the
Rio Grande (Austin: Texas State
Historical Association, 1992).]

Ghostly
Happenings
In an institution of the
antiquity of Fort Brown,
mysterious apparitions are
to be anticipated. Many of
the reports of the occurrences
involve the Old Morgue and may
be related to the yellow fever deaths
of the 19th century. A wandering woman
dressed all in black (or all in white) may be
a variant of the Mexican folklore tale of La
Llorona.
Many stories involve the cavalry troops

that served at the fort. A newly employed
administrator for Texas Southmost College
was permitted to reside temporarily in the
commanding officer’s house, which
had served as home to the
college presidents prior to his
arrival. The administrator
soon reported hearing
the sounds of a military
unit, including horses,
near the house. He was
dumfounded to learn
that there was no such
unit – at least in the
material sense! [READ:
The Ghosts of Fort Brown
(Arnulfo L. Oliveira Literary
Society Press, 2003) Visit: web site,
http://blue.utb.edu/jagarcia]

Fort Brown and the
Brownsville Community
It is difficult for younger Brownsville
citizens today to appreciate the impact that
the fort had on the community, serving as the
center of social life until the end of World War
II. Parades, concerts, dinners, dances, athletic
contests and even polo matches provided
entertainment for many. No less important was
the economic impact of local purchases by the
fort commissary and soldiers with their payroll
money. The closure of the fort was a blow to
the local economy. [VISIT: The Brownsville
Heritage Museum, 1325 E. Washington, 5415560]

Closure of Fort Brown
In 1944 the 124th Cavalry, one of the last
horse cavalry units, departed Fort Brown for
World War II action in Burma. At the end of
the war, military officials concluded that there
was no longer a need to maintain frontier
forts along the Mexican border. In 1948 the
government turned over most of the old fort to
Texas Southmost College for its new campus.

The Historic Fort Buildings
Eight of the fort structures have been
preserved by Texas Southmost College, seven
of which are occupied by college offices and
classrooms. The most prominent configuration
is the hospital complex, which consists of
the hospital (now Gorgas Hall), the Medical
Laboratory (now Champion Hall) and the
Old Morgue, all dating from the immediate
post- Civil War era. That era also produced
Cavalry Hall, the Commandant’s Quarters (a
wood structure), and Building No. 2, the
Post Chapel (now Regiment House),
the only one relocated from its
original site. Early twentieth
century buildings include
the Commissary, Guard
House and Jail (now the Art
Building), the small bachelor
Non-Commissioned
Officers Quarters, and the
one remaining officers’ home,
several of which were occupied
as faculty residences through the
1970s. These structures provide the
unique architectural character of the
University of Texas at Brownsville and Texas
Southmost College.   [VISIT: The University
of Texas at Brownsville and Texas Southmost
College campus on International Boulevard]

